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2     RESEARCH METHODS28 
 
This chapter provides an overview of the research methods and data gathered 
in this study.  
 
2.1 Qualitative research approach 
In this thesis, I use a qualitative approach to research the agency of migrant 
workers and strategies of trade unions dealing with them in the Netherlands. 
Qualitative research seeks to ‘unpick how people construct the world around 
them, what they are doing or what is happening to them in terms that are 
meaningful and offer rich insight’ (Gibbs 2007: x). The research methods used in 
qualitative research are flexible and fluid, to gain understanding of the 
subjective experiences and interpretations of specific groups (Liamputtong 
2007: 7). The intention is to provide a ‘thick’ description (Geertz 1975) that 
demonstrates the richness of what is happening and emphasizes the ways it 
involves people’s intentions and strategies. I studied the ‘thickness’ (Bolton and 
Houlihan 2007) of the employment relations in which the migrant workers are 
embedded, to increase understanding of their situation and look for 
explanations for what is happening (Gibbs 2007: 4). Qualitative research 
provides rich and complex data that cannot be generated via other means. 
Gaining insights into this particular group via quantitative methods is 
complicated because migrants oftentimes do not register, or else register 
incorrectly in population registries, and difficulties in accessing this population 
hinder reliable survey research. Such research is furthermore complicated due 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
28 Parts of this chapter were presented at the Ethnography Symposium, VU University 
Amsterdam, 28–30 August 2013.  
 
 
50      Chapter 2 
to the likelihood that workers may provide incorrect or politically correct 
answers to researchers they do not trust.  
 
2.2 Summary of field research and data corpus 
Field research took place from January 2011 till November 2013, with more or 
less extensive fieldwork periods depending on developments in the field and 
access to informants. The largest share of data was gathered through interviews 
with migrant workers and, if possible, with Dutch workers who work with 
them, as well as through interviews with experts in the field (trade union 
officials, employers). In addition, I conducted participant observations of trade 
union campaigns that focus on representing or organising temporary migrant 
workers, which I reported in extensive field notes. See Table 2.1 for an overview 
of the interviewees. This data was complemented with a desk study using 
media articles and policy reports. In addition I wrote field notes about my 
observations and information gathered by, for instance, attending expert 
meetings or events in the Netherlands related to my field cases. I also gathered 
information through attending meetings at the EU level about cross-border 
labour migration and posted work. In these EU-level meetings, trade unions, 
policymakers, enforcement agencies and other interested actors were involved 
and discussed their experiences with migrant and posted work.  
 
Table 2.1 Overview of informants 
Type of informant Themes Tool 
Trade union officials Migrant representation and 
organising techniques 
Interviews (14) and 
participant observations 
 
Other experts Recruitment practices, 
(sub)contracting,  




Workers Work experiences,  
job searches,  
trade union experiences 
Interviews (50) and  
group conversations (17) 
 
 
Data triangulation and between-method triangulation (see Flick 2000: 178–180) 
was used to increase the reliability and trustworthiness of the findings. Data 
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triangulation means combining ‘data drawn from different sources and at 
different times, in different places or from different people’ (Flick 2000: 178). By 
combining different methods (Flick 2000: 180), such as interviews, participant 
observation and desk research, different aspects of the issue at hand were 
captured.  
In general, the research methods I used to gain understanding of the 
position of EU migrant workers in the Netherlands were flexible and along the 
lines of ‘polymorphous engagement’ (Gusterson 1997: 116), by interacting with 
and interviewing informants in different settings and contextualizing data with 
input from different sources. For example, workers were interviewed face-to-
face as well as via telephone or Skype and sometimes even via email. Trade 
union officials and other experts were interviewed face-to-face in their offices, 
and additional information was gathered if possible through phone 
conversations as well as informal chats in the field during field observations.  
The interview approach was chosen as the main method as it allows 
informants to express their feelings and experiences in their own words 
(Liamputtong 2007: 7). Through quotations from the interviews, this 
dissertation gives voice to workers who in most academic research and policy 
reports are not considered on their own but solely discussed as a group, based 
on data gathered through surveys or expert interviews. The stories of these 
migrant workers form the basis of this dissertation and provide a window into 
their lived experiences in the Netherlands.  
The data corpus consists of individual worker interviews (50) and group 
conversations with workers (17)29, of expert interviews (23), field notes on 
meetings, observations and informal conversations with various actors during 
field trips, field notes on participant observations of union activities, summary 
reports from meetings at EU level, and desk research using websites, policy 
reports, media clips and newspaper articles.  
 
2.3 Case study approach and case selection 
Qualitative research does not generate context-independent general knowledge, 
but functions to increase understanding of a particular situation. The 
information obtained via interviews is formed in a specific context; it is 
produced between interviewer and interviewee, and leads thus to situated 
knowledge (Kvale 2007). Therefore, a case-based approach was taken in this 
study, in which information from different types of informants was sampled on 	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
29 Twenty-two workers who were interviewed in an individual or group setting were 
interviewed more than once.  
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a case basis. In this way, I gathered a more accurate view on what was 
happening on the ground because I included more than one view in 
constructing my analysis.  
In qualitative research using an open interview approach, reliability and 
trustworthiness of interview data is increased when informants are interviewed 
more than once. Inconsistencies, for example, will be teased out when one talks 
a couple of times to the same person. Nevertheless, follow-up interviews were 
made difficult by the high mobility and occasional reluctance of the workers to 
be involved in the research. Most workers (around 75 per cent) were 
interviewed only once. 30  Therefore, it was important to contextualize the 
information from their interviews with information from other people involved 
at the same work site and to corroborate their telling of events with other 
people’s story of events. This was important to get a feeling for the data and 
information and to be able to check whether the information shared by 
informants was reliable. Therefore, I sought interviews with a range of workers 
as well as management from a particular work site and if possible with trade 
union officials about the respective sites. By basing this study on different 
sources of information, following a corroboratory mode, I was able to achieve 
triangulation (Yin 2009: 114–118). The aim of this method was not to do 
comparative case studies, but to spread my participants to gain more diverse 
information. Since I was able to link my field data to a particular site, this 
helped me to contextualize and evaluate the material I gathered.   
This study comprises information from four different sectors in the 
Netherlands. Two sectors were researched in-depth and two sectors were 
studied more superficially to contextualise and broaden the scope of the 
research. The construction and supermarket distribution sectors were explored 
in more detail because of the presence of an active trade union campaign to 
represent and/or organise temporary migrant workers. In the construction 
sector I selected two large-scale construction sites that were similar in size and 
located geographically close to each other. In the supermarket distribution 
sector, I interviewed people from three different distribution centres. In the 
meat sector, four of the five informants worked at the same meat-packaging 
plant. In transport no specific case was researched, but I spoke several times 
with a trade union official, who also sent me documents in confidence on issues 
he encountered in the field. This was supplemented with trade union 	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
30 The possibility to conduct follow-up interviews with migrant workers differed by 
sector. The number of follow-ups was limited in the construction sector because of the 
high mobility of workers. In the distribution and meat sector, on the other hand, I 
interviewed almost half of my respondents more than once. See Table 2.5 below for the 
exact numbers.  
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documents, media reports and conversations with trade union officials at the 
European level in this sector.31  
These sectors were selected because of their relatively high continuing 
(and not seasonal) presence of EU migrant workers employed on temporary 
and insecure contracts. In construction, the share of temporary migrant workers 
is traditionally high because of the transient and labour-intensive nature of 
construction work (Bosch 2012). Trucking is an international sector, where 
drivers regularly cross borders. This sector has received a good deal of media 
attention surrounding abuse of migrant drivers and accusations of social 
dumping practices. In the supermarket distribution and meat-packaging 
sectors, most jobs are lower-skilled, explaining the presence of (increasing) 
shares of migrants in the workforce. At some workplaces in the supermarket 
distribution sector up to 50 per cent of the workforce consists of migrant 
workers, whereas in the meat sector this can even be up to 80 per cent 
(interviews trade unionists, 2012/2013).  
The case studies were purposefully sampled by selecting information-rich 
cases (Patton 1990: 169-186) where a significant share of the workforce consisted 
of migrant workers and, if possible, where trade unionists were actively 
approaching the workers or in contact with workers on site. Interviews with 
trade unionists were also conducted to gather information on potentially 
interesting and suitable sites for research. I selected cases based on information 
obtained via the media and expert interviews, but also let my sampling be 
guided by opportunities that occurred once fieldwork had started. A sampling 
strategy that takes advantage of ‘whatever unfolds as it unfolds’ is known as 
‘opportunistic sampling’ (Patton 1990: 179). The mobilisation case discussed in 
Chapter 7 was sampled via this strategy.  
 
2.4 Interview method and interview types 
The main data collection method in this study was qualitative interviews. 
Interviews are ‘a uniquely sensitive and powerful method for capturing the 
experiences and lived meanings of the subject’s everyday world’ (Kvale 2007: 
11). It provides workers the opportunity to convey their situation from their 
own perspective and in their own words. Interviews can be structured, 	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
31 Although I did not personally conduct interviews with migrant truck drivers, I 
include the sector in this overview because I used sectoral information to broaden the 
scope of research. I read interviews with migrant truck drivers conducted by trade 
unionists and also followed court cases in this sector, which showed dynamics similar 
to the other sectors included in this study. In this thesis I refer to the transport sector a 
couple times, albeit in minor fashion.   
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unstructured or semi-structured. Structured interviews are done to obtain 
standardisation across interviews, with predetermined and fixed questions in 
the interview. Unstructured interviews are more like a conversation and do not 
have a predetermined structure of questions. The interviewer often only has a 
topic list to cover or a guide through themes. Semi-structured interviews show 
a combination of both styles, with fixed as well as more open exploratory, in-
depth questions (O’Reilly 2009: 126).  
The migrant workers interviews in this study used an unstructured 
approach, in which the interviews were conducted as conversations (O’Reilly 
2009, 2012). That an open, unstructured approach was taken does not mean 
there was no direction. Each interview with a new informant contained a more 
structured part in which information was collected about the informant’s age, 
level of education, duration of employment on a particular site and some 
employment details. For the most part, the interview consisted of open 
questions related to work experiences in the Netherlands. I had certain themes I 
always discussed with the workers, but it was up to them to bring forward the 
dimensions and depth they found important. The ‘right questions’ were thus 
sought in the field, not in a textbook (Bate 1997: 1152) and inquiries and themes 
developed ‘on the go’ (Geertz 1995: 133). I guided the workers toward certain 
themes during the interview, but not to specific opinions about these themes 
(Kvale 2007: 12). The goal was to explore different opinions and experiences of 
temporary migrant workers, by obtaining accurate and precise descriptions of 
how they acted and what they experienced and felt.  
The expert interviews were semi-structured, with a predetermined list of 
topics covered during each interview. This interview guide was adjusted for 
each expert informant, guided by experiences and information gained through 
the research that had been done to that point. The interview themes for the 
experts were tailored to the specific expertise of the interviewee. All these 
interviews were recorded. Though the interviews were transcribed by an 
outside transcription service, I went through each transcript carefully and made 
changes where the transcriptionist had misinterpreted or missed something.  
While all informants can be considered experts (Bogner and Menz 2009), 
as they tell you something you could not know otherwise, I use the term experts 
to denote informants, such as trade unionists or employers, who have 
knowledge that  
… consists not only of systematised, reflexively accessible knowledge 
relating to a specific subject or field, but also has to a considerable extent 
the character of practical or action knowledge, which incorporates a range 
of quite disparate maxims for action, individual rules of decision, collective 
orientations, and patterns of social interpretation. … As the expert’s 
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knowledge has an effect on practice, it structures the conditions of action of 
other actors in the expert’s field in a relevant way (Littig 2009: 100). 
 
2.4.1 Migrant worker interviews 
The themes covered in the worker interviews depended on the sector and site 
where the workers were employed. In general, I always spoke with workers 
about their current job experiences, previous jobs, what made them work 
abroad, how they experienced working on short-term and insecure contracts, 
how they experienced working with other nationalities at the workplace, their 
relationship with home and their home country and their future plans. With 
each informant the conversation was tailored to the depth and themes they 
seemed keen to talk about. When I talked to a worker a second or third time, we 
would explore themes left untouched or themes they seemed explicitly keen to 
talk about. Most of the migrant interviews were conducted in the native 
language of the informant with the assistance of a native translator. The 
interviews varied in length, with most lasting between one and two hours. I 
tried to obtain follow-up interviews with informants that provided interesting 
insights and seemed keen to be involved in the research. This was complicated 
by the high mobility of the workers (especially in construction) and their busy 
and fluctuating work schedules (in the supermarket distribution sector). 
Therefore, phone conversations were conducted if face-to-face appointments 
were too difficult to arrange. For phone follow-ups that were conducted in a 
language other than Dutch or English I provided an interview guide for my 
translator, with specific topics and questions to cover. I also instructed the 
translator on how to approach the worker and the conversation. 
The majority of the worker interviews were recorded with the informant’s 
permission. If permission was not granted, or the setting in which a 
conversation was conducted generated too much background noise, extensive 
notes were taken during the interview, which were afterwards put down in 
field notes. The recorded interviews were transcribed if they were in Dutch by 
outside transcription service; if they were in the native language of the 
worker(s), the translator present during the interview also transcribed the 
interview. This was done to minimize misinterpretations.  
 
2.4.2 Group conversations 
Several group conversations were conducted. This was because workers were 
often encountered in group settings, for example their homes, with the 
conversations conducted in one of the common areas in their homes. A group 
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conversation, especially when encountering a new group of workers for the 
first time, was an opportunity to talk to several workers about a couple of 
issues, gather a variety of opinions, and establish contact and introduce my 
research. After a group conversation, I would try to make individual 
appointments with interested workers for a later point in time. Some workers 
also preferred to be interviewed together with one or two of their colleagues. 
The depth of information from individual participants in group conversations 
depended on the number of participants: when there were more than three, less 
specific information on each informant could be obtained.  
With group interviewing, interactions between participants show greater 
complexity and it can sometimes be difficult to direct the discussion to the 
relevant topics without disrupting the social dynamics of the group (Davies 
2008: 116). On the other hand, the benefits of group conversations lie in 
observing the interactions between the group, collecting a variety of opinions 
and establishing which workers would be suitable and interesting informants 
for an individual interview. Workers interviewed individually after a group 
conversation were usually more open and trusting, probably because they 
knew better what to expect from the interview.  
 
2.4.3 On using translators 
To be able to conduct interviews with migrant workers, I relied on the 
assistance of translators. Most workers did not speak any but their native 
language, and the few with English language abilities usually preferred to 
speak in their native language during an interview. All the translators I used 
during this study were native speakers. This helped in establishing contact with 
the workers: many were happy to speak to someone other than their colleagues 
in their native language. Still, it is inevitable that some level of meaning was 
lost in translation, as personal perspectives influence the interpretation and 
translation process (Davies 2008: 125; Temple 1997; Temple and Young 2004). 
However, to minimize this, I gave my translators extensive instructions before 
we conducted an interview. I let them familiarize themselves with the themes 
and also supplied a questionnaire with potential questions that they had 
translated beforehand so they would be familiar with the terminology, phrasing 
and translation of certain questions. I also gave them specific instructions on 
how to introduce me as the researcher and the study itself, and how to explain 
their role as translator in the conversation. After each fieldwork session, we had 
time for debriefing, in which the translator would expand on what was said 
and could elaborate on their experiences. I also paid attention to non-verbal 
communication, such as body language, gestures and laughter, the type of 
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language used (colloquial or formal and the use of swear words), as well as the 
meaning of silences.  
After each fieldwork session or interview, the translator wrote up a short 
note about his or her observations on the fieldwork experience, the interview 
and the informant. Including these ‘intellectual biographies’ (Temple 1997: 608) 
from my translators in my research was a way to engage with their perspective 
on the fieldwork as well. This was important to contextualize and increase 
understanding of the (interview) findings. If possible, I would let the translator 
who joined me during the fieldwork session transcribe the interviews in which 
he or she had assisted. As transcriptionists they influence the research material 
with, for instance, their decisions to punctuate, or by noting or not noting the 
tone in which a comment was made (Temple 1997: 609). I also went through 
and if necessary discussed the translated transcripts done by my translators to 
increase understanding and verify accurate interpretation of the material.   
 
2.5 Participant observations of trade union activities 
The interview material was supplemented with participant observations of 
trade union activities towards temporary migrant workers. Four possible roles 
can be adopted when doing participant observations: complete observer, 
observer-as-participant, participant-as-observer or complete participant (Gold 
1958). My role usually was one of an observer who participated in the union 
activities. This meant, for example, joining trade union officials and activists on 
visits to accommodations where migrant workers lived and contacting the 
workers. Often, my translators also joined and it provided an opportunity to 
establish contact with workers and make interview appointments. On these 
occasions, my translator sometimes translated for the trade union, too, when 
they did not have a translator available. To avoid ethical conflicts arising from 
this, I agreed with the trade unionists beforehand that I would be able to 
include information obtained in this way in my research. In addition, I was 
always present when the translator translated for the union officials, and 
supervised the process. I made sure the translator clarified to the worker(s) 
involved that he or she was working for me on an academic research project 
and at the moment was assisting the trade union. This provided an opportunity 
to observe the union officials in action. I followed their activities closely during 
these field trips and could therefore observe developments in their campaign. 
This was specifically the case in the construction sector, where I was able to 
follow the trade union activities up-close for more than a year. During these 
observations, the union officials were very open about their approach in the 
field and I was never excluded from their conversations or activities during the 
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visits. In total I joined the union on field visits on ten occasions in the 
construction sector and three occasions in the supermarket distribution sector. 
Afterwards, I reported my experiences in field notes that I included in the 
analysis.  
 
2.6 Desk study 
The field material was supplemented with desk research. Policy reports formed 
an important source of background information and insights into the position 
of post-accession migrants in the Netherlands, notably Polish, Romanian and 
Bulgarian people (such as Holtslag et al. 2012; Kremer and Schrijvers 2014; 
Berkhout and Hof 2012; Regioplan 2012; Korf 2009). I also included media 
articles in my desk research. With a newspaper database covering all Dutch 
national and regional newspapers, I conducted regular searches for news on the 
cases included in my research. For the two construction cases, located in the 
Eemshaven, I searched on the term Eemshaven. I also enabled an RSS feed on 
Google to receive updates on any news published online about the Eemshaven. 
For the other case studies, I also conducted newspaper searches via the 
database, although the papers covered these cases less extensively. Finally, the 
union used a website during its campaign in the distribution sector to report on 
their activities and these posts were included in my desk research.   
 
2.7 Field entrance and contacting informants 
The way the researcher gains entry in the field is the precursor to the trust and 
rapport necessary for good-quality interview data (Ortiz 2003). In my 
fieldwork, I gained entry to my informants through four different routes: via 
the trade union, via the employer, via house visits and via my own contacts.  
For all my cases, I conducted interviews with trade union officials about 
the sites I wanted to research before contacting workers, and if possible I joined 
the officials in union activities. I also used their expertise by asking their advice 
and opinions on suitable case sites and used this information in my case 
sampling. The trade union interviews provided me with background 
information on the sites. If possible, I joined in trade union activities to establish 
contact with migrant workers. On a few occasions, the fact that I joined trade 
unions in some of their activities created a bit of confusion among workers 
when I later asked them if I could talk to them for my research, as they 
conflated my position with the union. I always clarified my position as a 
researcher and not a union official. On the other hand, a benefit of gaining 
access via the union route was that the workers at least did not associate me 
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with management, as this would have made them more mistrusting and 
suspicious. In general, I encountered several workers who were reluctant to 
talk, especially in the construction sector, because they feared losing their jobs 
or facing other negative consequences. When I asked people if they would be 
willing to talk to me, I always explained my intentions with the research and 
assured them of full confidentiality. If after this workers remained hesitant, I 
would not proceed with interviewing them.  
In the construction sector, I went to several houses together with union 
officials and in this way recruited some of my informants. In the supermarket 
distribution sector, I established contact with workers at one of my case sites 
during a victory party organised by the trade union FNV at an accommodation 
site for Polish workers. At this party, I made appointments with several 
workers for individual interviews at a later moment. At another case site, I 
established contact with a shop steward via a trade union official. This shop 
steward then helped me get in touch with his Dutch and Polish colleagues.  
The management route to accessing sites was the second entry route tried 
during the research. This did not always work well. At one of the construction 
sites I researched, management granted permission to conduct interviews with 
workers accommodated on one of their large-scale accommodation sites, where 
1,200 workers were housed in individual containers. I had access to the 
common area, with a restaurant, café and leisure activities space (with billiard 
tables, darts, etc.), which I visited for several weekends to talk to workers. This 
site allowed me to approach many people during one day and collect a variety 
of opinions. This worked well a couple of times, until workers became 
frightened and more reluctant to talk (without any clear reason). When I 
interviewed workers, for example, colleagues walked by to warn them not to 
speak too much. When this happened several times (after my sixth visit), I did 
not go here anymore. At this site, I used the strategy of ‘hanging out’ to get in 
touch with informants. For example, I had lunch in the cafeteria where the 
workers were eating. In the distribution sector, I also gained access to Polish 
workers via management, but arranging contacts proved difficult due to 
internal reorganisation of the firm. In the end, I did not conduct interviews with 
migrant workers at this site, because I decided to instead include another site 
where Polish workers mobilised in my study.    
Especially in the construction sector, I approached many of my informants 
together with a translator at the temporary homes where they stayed during 
their work in the Netherlands. This generally was employer-arranged 
accommodation. What I did was go to the workers’ accommodation, ring the 
doorbell and ask if I could talk to them about their work and life in the 
Netherlands. When I approached the workers in this manner, bringing along a 
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native translator helped to establish trust. Most of these workers had little 
contact with their surroundings and Dutch people, worked on uncertain 
contracts, facing high labour turnover rates, and were therefore reluctant to 
talk. To be addressed by my translator, someone from their own country, 
helped to make a first connection and opened them up. Many appreciated 
being able to talk in their own language about their work experiences.  
To find good informants via house visits was not always easy. In other 
field settings, researchers can use observational skills to select good informants 
in the field, or people that present a broad spectrum of experiences in the 
setting (Ortiz 2003). With the house visits, much depended on luck, in terms of 
finding people who were willing to talk. When I went to the houses, I would 
chat loosely with a couple of workers about their work experiences. Often, more 
people joined in the conversation or observed the conversation out of curiosity, 
as something was going in their houses. During such group conversations I 
could notice potentially good informants. After the group conversation I would 
then ask a particular worker or workers whether we could talk individually at 
another time. If they were interested I wrote down their phone number. After 
this, I would have my translator contact them and set up a meeting at a time 
and place that was convenient for them.  
I always tried snowballing techniques with my informants, but especially 
with the construction workers, this was not very successful. Many workers did 
not have enough connections with their co-workers to feel they could ask 
someone, while others mentioned that they already knew that their colleagues 
would not be interested in participating in the study. Still, I managed to find 
three construction workers who asked a few colleagues to talk to me. One of 
them I consider a key informant: he brought me into contact with two of his 
friends, who were interesting and willing participants, and he himself enjoyed 
sharing his knowledge. Key informants can act as a bridge to help establish 
contacts with people and secure the trust of potential informants (Tewksbury 
and Gagne 2001 in Liamputtong 2007: 51). In the distribution sector I had two 
key informants. One was very helpful in bringing me into contact with his 
colleagues, and both enjoyed sharing their knowledge and showed interest in 
the research process.  
The fourth route to access workers was via personal contacts. In the meat 
sector, I established contact with workers employed in this sector via the social 
networks of two of my Polish translators, and tried to use snowballing 
techniques here as well. The expert informants I approached directly or via a 
reference from someone else in the field. Access to trade union officials was 
usually not difficult to obtain and most were relatively open about their policies 
and interests as a union in dealing with temporary migrant workers. Interviews 
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with employers were more difficult to secure, as most employers approached 
were reluctant to grant interviews. Several excused themselves for lack of time 
reasons, others did not see the benefit to themselves in participating and some 
just ignored requests for interviews. A few simply referred me to the general 
communications office of the main office; others were forbidden by their 
superiors from talking about their professional practices with me.  
With the migrant workers, setting up appointments was challenging at 
times. Many migrants try to work as many hours as possible, leaving little spare 
time. The construction workers often had working weeks of six days and thus 
Sunday would be the only day they could meet. The distribution workers were 
often called off or called into work at the last minute, leading to last-minute 
cancellations. Therefore, I tried to plan the interview appointments shortly in 
advance. Still, workers often did not show up. Sometimes I managed to 
reschedule, although occasionally I was not able to reach them anymore. 
Sometimes the absence was due to fluctuating work schedules, other times due 
to illness. Another factor was that workers, particularly the Polish, sometimes 
spontaneously went home to their countries for the weekend.  
 
2.8 Ethical considerations 
The migrant workers included in this study qualify as a ‘vulnerable’ research 
population, since they often face substandard employment conditions and their 
employment relations can be terminated without a good reason. These workers 
face particular ‘social vulnerability’ (Quest and Marco 2003: 1297), and therefore 
require specific care from researchers. Other vulnerable or ‘hard-to-reach’ 
research populations include, for example, homeless people, children and 
adolescents, older people, people with disabilities, gay men and lesbians, 
indigenous populations and people from ethnic minority backgrounds 
(Liamputtong 2007: 4). These groups are often ‘invisible’ or marginalised in 
society (Liamputtong 2007: 4). Talking to an outsider, a researcher in this case, 
could have repercussions for them and therefore I tried to make sure this did 
not happen. We would always meet at a place where they felt comfortable, 
usually in a café or restaurant or at their temporary homes. This was done to 
ensure that workers felt safe to present views that their colleagues may not 
agree with and to express feelings about issues that may be sensitive.   
 In reporting my findings I tried to be cautious and aware to not reinforce 
stereotypes of my informants by my way of reporting. Therefore, quotes were 
always contextualized, to avoid the risk of confirming stereotyping images and 
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2.8.1 Informed consent 
I provided all respondents with information on the purpose of the research and 
interview procedures and informed them that their information would be 
treated as confidential. If a worker felt uncomfortable sharing personal 
information, contact details or real names, they were not compelled to do so. 
This study was subject to an ethical project policy that established that consent 
forms would not be used. Participation in the interview and giving answers to 
questions was considered consent (see Appendix I). Nevertheless, I ensured 
that each respondent understood that participation in the research was 
voluntary and that they were not obliged to answer all questions or continue 
the interview further if they did not want to. All translators who assisted me in 
the interviews signed the project’s ethical policy as well as an additional 
confidentiality agreement.  
 
2.8.2 Respondent anonymity  
Respondent anonymity was protected in this study, by using pseudonyms for 
my informants in the publications as well as by anonymising their information 
in the database. Additionally, I anonymised the research sites in the distribution 
sector, because the number of workers employed in this sector is smaller than in 
the construction sector. I did not anonymise the Eemshaven sites, since they are 
well-known in the Netherlands and the Netherlands is such a small country 
that anonymisation would not have provided much more protection. Also, the 
number of firms and workers involved at both construction sites was so high 
that identification of individual workers is unlikely. In the database, which is 
accessible to all researchers involved in the project research, I anonymised the 
worker details to avoid potential identification of the respondents, which might 
have occurred through the combination of field notes and interviews.  
 
2.9 The research sample: Some characteristics 
In total I interviewed 50 informants individually and conducted 17 group 
discussions with two or more workers in three industries. The largest sample 
was obtained in the construction industry, where 39 workers were individually 
interviewed, seven interviews conducted with two workers at the same time 
and five group conversations with three to seven participants, adding another 
32 informants. In the supermarket distribution sector, 10 workers were 
individually interviewed, as well as two interviews done with two workers 
each and two group conversations with three participants for an additional 10 
informants. In the meat sector one worker was individually interviewed and 
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two interviews were conducted with two workers at the same time, providing a 
total of five informants. In the field, I however, had numerous conversations 
with (Dutch and migrant) workers and other actors in the field32; I did not 
count these as interviews or group conversations, but did include the 
information they provided in field notes, which formed an additional valuable 
source of information (see O’Reilly 2012: 127).  
 




  Distribution 10 10 
Meat 1 4 
Construction 39 32 
   Total 50 46 
 
Table 2.3 Nationality of informants, separated by sector 
 
Belgian Dutch Irish Polish Turkish Portuguese 
Sector 
















Construction 1 6 3 30 6 25 
      
 
Total 1 13 3 48 6 25 
 
In addition to the worker interviews, 23 interviews were conducted with 
experts in the field, of which a large share were trade union officials. I 
conducted 14 interviews with one or two trade union officials and talked in the 
field to a total of 21 union officials. I conducted five interviews with employers: 
one with a manager of the main developer of a construction plant; one with a 
manager from a construction firm; one with an employer in the supermarket 
distribution sector; one with a TWA that supplied workers to the two 
construction sites; and finally one with a TWA that supplied Polish workers to 
one of the distribution centres. Additionally, I interviewed a representative of 
the construction employers’ association, an enforcement agent and a works 
councillor from a Dutch construction firm that regularly hires workers from 	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
32 These other actors included, among others, informal conversations with owners, 
managers or supervisors of houses or sites where migrants were accommodated, with 
local shop owners, people working at local cafes and restaurants, union activists and 
local politicians.  
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abroad via various TWAs, and a Polish woman from a Polish community 
website.  
 
2.9.1 Construction workers 
The construction workers interviewed in this study were employed on 
industrial construction projects, which were large-scale building projects on 
which on average 2,500 workers worked. On one of these sites, 60,000 people 
worked in the course of five years (De Volkskrant 17 May 2014). I talked to 
pipefitters, welders steel fixers, carpenters, scaffolders, electricians and cable 
pullers. They were of various ages (see Table 2.4). The interviewed workers 
were employed on a posted, posted TWA, or TWA basis. Their relationships 
with particular employers were usually short-term and most of them were 
assigned on a project basis, meaning their contract length was tied to the 
duration of a particular (sub)project. However, even within a particular 
subproject, workers received several short-term contracts. Many Portuguese 
workers told me they would be sent home when their contracts finished after 
three months and after a week in Portugal they would find out whether they 
could return to the construction project or not. Many of these workers tend to 
work abroad on a habitual basis and in different countries and therefore did not 
show any intentions to settle in the Netherlands. Others tried to stay in the 
Netherlands for work with regular visits home and another group planned to 
try to find a more permanent position in the Netherlands in the construction 
sector or another profession.  
 
Table 2.4 Age group of informants, separated by sector 
 
< 35 36-50 51-65 
Sector 
   Distribution 17 3 0 
Meat 1 4 0 
Construction 24 21 25 
    Total 42 28 25 
 
2.9.2 Distribution workers 
The Polish distribution workers I interviewed all worked as order pickers at 
one of the three supermarket distribution centres included in this study. The 
majority of their Dutch colleagues, with whom I did four interviews, were 
employed as warehouse workers. The youngest worker was 16 and the oldest 
42 years old. The majority of my informants were younger than 35 – with 40 per 
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cent even younger than 25, reflecting the relative youth of the Polish people 
working in the supermarket distribution sector. Youth wage applies for 
workers younger than 23 in the Netherlands, and therefore young migrants are 
particularly attractive for employers. The intentions of settling in the 
Netherlands were quite mixed among the Polish workers: some wanted to stay, 
while others only aimed to stay as long as they had a job in the Netherlands as 
they envisioned their future in Poland. The union officials in the sector 
estimated that around one-third would eventually stay in the Netherlands, 
another third would return to Poland and the final third was undecided and 
could go either way. I was able to conduct follow-up interviews with almost 
half of my sample in the distribution sector (see Table 2.5). 
 
Table 2.5 Follow-up interviews with workers, separated by sector 
 
Follow-up No follow-up 
Sector 
  Distribution 9 11 
Meat 2 3 
Construction 11 60 
   Total 22 74 
 
 
2.10 Analysis of interview and fieldwork material 
All qualitative data was stored and analysed using the computer-assisted 
qualitative data analysis software (CAQDAS) MaxQDA. To be able to do so, I 
familiarized myself with the data by reading through the interviews multiple 
times during the coding process and analysis. Thematic coding was used to 
analyse the data. My coding of the data was data-driven, mixed with theory-
driven insights. Inevitably, qualitative analyses are ‘guided and framed by pre-
existing ideas and concepts’ (Gibbs 2007: 5). The data analysis was a multi-stage 
process of categorization and coding. I coded the material first via an open 
coding scheme, to categorize the text and establish a framework of thematic 
ideas about it. This in a later stage was recoded into more focused codes. A lot 
of text was densely coded and had more than one code attached to it. Through 
coding the material, interpretation and theory was added to the data. The aim 
was to develop theories and concepts ‘in tandem with data collection in order 
to produce and justify new generalizations and thus create new knowledge and 
understanding’ (Gibbs 2007: 5).  
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Thematic analysis is the most commonly used method of analysis in 
qualitative research and a useful way to elicit the complexities of meaning 
within the data set. In the end I had descriptive and analytic thematic codes, 
which formed the hierarchies (or families) under which a variety of codes were 
listed in trees. My most prominent themes were worker strategies, migrant 
representation and organising, collective action, worker mobility, flexible 
employment and employment relations. Under these thematic codes a variety 
of lower-level codes were listed, ranging from descriptive to more analytic 
codes.  
This concludes the overview of my data and research methods. In the next 
part of this thesis I discuss the social and market context that characterises the 
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